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Neuroleptics and psychic indifference
Healy (October 1989 JRSM, p 615) has restated, using modern evidence, the proposal that neuroleptics Cantipsychotics') relieve symptoms of psychosis by inducing a state of psychic indifference", Two comments need to be made. First regarding the lack of efficacyof neuroleptics in paranoia or disorders with overvalued ideas; Healy implies that this observation supports his hypothesis. However, if neuroleptics induce states of psychic indifference then it is very surprising that they are ineffective at reducing the intensity ofdelusions or overvalued ideas in such patients. They are usually intensely concerned about the consequences of their delusion or overvalued idea. There is a major psychic investment in their preoccupation. Psychic indifference would surely result in their symptoms being quenched. Perhaps neuroleptics are effective in such conditions, or at least help to smother the flames; I am not aware of any studies that answer these questions.
Second, Healy adds confusion to his argument by failing to distinguish between behavioural effects of neuroleptics that result from dopamine receptor blockade, and other effects that are probably unrelated to this central characteristic. Only those behavioural and psychic effects ofneuroleptics in man which result from dopamine receptor blockade should be equated with their pharmacologically-defined dopamine antagonist effects on behaviour in animals.
For this purpose Healy's proposition that neuroleptics are especially potent in states of agitation, though partially true, may be irrelevant. This appears to be based on early observations-that neuroleptics are powerful sedatives. These observations of the action of neuroleptics were made exclusively on phenothiazines, their most sedative representatives; indeed chlorpromazine was developed and initially marketed as a sedative to potentiate anaesthetics.
The sedative potency of drugs can be dissociated from their antipsychotic potency. Agitation can be treated effectively with promethazine, which is not generally regarded as antipsychotic and is a very weak dopamine antagonist". On the other hand antipsychotic effects ofneuroleptics are clearly related to blockade of dopamine receptors', Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 83 July 1990 475 consultants attempted the quiz, but most felt it beneath their dignity -and above their heads.
J P Wilson

Editorial Representative Section of Coloproctology
Psychic indifference does seem to be related to dopamine receptor blockade and would appear to be a valuable concept for understanding the antipsychotic effects of neuroleptics. It needs to be well defined and clearly demarcated from other states that decrease arousal and agitation. SIMON At a time when microorganisms are doing so much damage in our species, I would be delighted if one day I read a report such as the following: 'We recently saw the first of several patients who had suddenly entered into a state of profound euphoria and since then have heard of31 others who developed a similar condition. In each case the symptoms appeared 5-8 days after close oropharyngeal contact with an affected individual, and transmission of the condition appears to be by deep kissing. An initial mild respiratory illness heralds the appearance of striking euphoric symptoms. There is no hyperactivity or excitement and no dulling of mental activity. Patients continue their daily activities while radiating happiness and contentment. These symptoms persist.
Initial laboratory studies show that the condition is caused by a new human herpes virus (HHV7) which gives persistent infection of salivary glands. It codes for a peptide remarkably similar to endorphin (a known inducer of euphoria, produced normally in the body), which is continuously released from infected cells. The peptide induces no antibody response and tolerance to its euphoric action evidently does not develop.
The news is spreading, and we have already heard of obviously affected individuals cooperating in extensive kissing by strangers who are anxious to acquire the infection. This new virus is unique in conferring benefit rather than disease, and seems
